Results A total of 185 consecutive patients with OSF were assigned corresponding age-and sex-matched controls. The male to female ratio of OSF cases was 9.9:1.0. All areca nut products were associated with OSF (Table 1) , with the risk being greatest for pan masala (processed areca nut without betel leaf; odds ratio, 81.5). This was followed by areca nut plus alcohol use (odds ratio, 69.9). Smoking and alcohol, together or on their own, did not show any correlation with the occurrence of OSF but their concurrent use along with processed areca nut increased the risk of OSF (P<0.05). Both duration and intensity of habit showed a statistically significant difference between the cases and controls (P<0.002 and P<0.005, respectively). There was no significant difference in the frequency of chews per day between the cases and controls. Conclusions The present study confirms the strong association between areca nut use and OSF and between OSF and the increasing use of pan masala.
Commentary
OSF is a clinically significant disorder characterised by fibrosis of the submucosal tissues of the mouth, which limits movement of the oral mucosae and tongue, giving rise to microstomia and eventual dysarthria and dysphasia. There is a significant risk of potentially-malignant and malignant disease with OSF. The condition is predominantly caused by long-term use of areca nut-containing agents and agents, although it may also have a genetic basis. The epidemiology of OSF reflects geographically-and ethnically-related use of areca nut products and thus is most common in areas of the Indian subcontinent. This work by Ranganathan and colleagues comprises a case-control study of individuals resident in southern India, with and without clinical features of OSF, to establish the association between OSF and the use of tobacco, areca nut (and areca nut-containing agents such as betel quid and pan masala) and alcohol.
The presence of OSF was confirmed histopathologically in the case patients. The control patients were systematically selected from an allied outpatient clinic (although this was described as "random" by the authors) and were age-and gender-matched to the case subjects. The oral disease of the control subjects that necessitated attendance at an outpatient clinic is not stated.
The results of the study indicate that OSF is significantly associated with use of pan masala and pan masala plus areca nut, with or without concurrent alcohol use. Tobacco smoking and use of alcohol without use of areca nut products is not associated with OSF. The results thus revealed that areca nut and areca nut-containing agents, with or without alcohol or tobacco, are of likely aetiological significance in the development of OSF. In particular, individuals using pan masala plus alcohol are particularly at risk of OSF. Tobacco or alcohol were not risk factors for OSF, whether taken alone or in combination.
The investigation did not include histopathological examination of the oral mucosa of control subjects, so it is possible that the study may overestimate the risk of OSF associated with areca nutrelated agents. The very high OR values associated with use of areca nut agents, however, does suggest that an aetiological link with OSF is highly likely.
There remains no effective clinical method of reducing the severity of OSF, nor its potential to give rise to oral squamous cell carcinoma. The significant finding of OSF being associated with areca nut, pan masala (with and without alcohol), suggest that there is a need to enhance strategies that increase public awareness of the risks of use of areca nut agents, or to develop strategies to limit the availability of such agents. Effective public health promotion initiatives are more likely to have an immediate effect upon the epidemiology of OSF than any innovative in-vitro research.
Practice point
• The very high odds ratios associated with OSF and use of areca nut agents suggests an aetiological link is highly likely. Effective public health initiatives are more likely to impact on the epidemiology than innovative research.
